Primary Time
T he nation is on the cusp of one of the most important phases of the 2010 electoral cycle -the primary season. After winter contests in Illinois and Texas, the primaries resume in earnest on May 4 and will continue with minimal interruption for the next five months.
In most midterm election years, the primaries unfold quietly and in most places, in predictable fashion.
But this year could be different. The political environment is highly volatile. The country is in its worst economic shape in decades. And poll after poll shows that voters are dissatisfied with government in general and Congress in particular. A number of senators and representatives who cruised to nomination in the past could find their primary this year much more difficult.
Over the last few decades, the incumbent casualty rate in the primaries has been quite low regardless of what the general election has been like. Not since 1980 has more than one senator been denied renomination in a single year. Not since 1974 have more than a half dozen House members been similarly rebuffed by their party's primary voters in a nonredistricting year (one that ends with the number "2"). 
Trouble in the Caucuses
O f the two Bennet(t)s, Utah's veteran Republican senator is in the most precarious position. While Michael Bennet can petition his way onto the Colorado Democratic primary ballot in August (coupled with a 10% showing at the state assembly), Robert Bennett's ability to get onto the Utah GOP primary ballot June 22 is totally dependent on his showing at next month's Republican state convention.
There, the support of 60% of the delegates is needed for a candidate to win the Senate nomination outright. If no one in the crowded field reaches that threshold, then the top two candidates advance to the primary. And there is no guarantee at this point that the 76 yearold Bennett would be one of them. 
May-June Electoral Calendar at a Glance
The weeks ahead could be some of the most exciting in the 2010 campaign. Two dozen primaries will be held in May and June, as well as three special House elections and several state party conventions that will shape the Senate and gubernatorial contests in the states that are holding them.
Obama Involvement in the Democratic Primaries
President Barack Obama has not been shy about insinuating himself into the Democratic primaries this year. He weighed in with early endorsements of a pair of appointed senators (Colorado's Michael Bennet and New York's Kirsten Gillibrand) and the Democrat's most prominent party switcher (Sen. Arlen Specter of Pennsylvania). Since then Obama has steadily expanded his involvement in the 2010 Democratic nominating process. The list below illustrates the eclectic array of primary contests in which Obama has taken sides, either for -or in the case of New York Gov. David Paterson -against the Democratic incumbent.
But it is not meant to be comprehensive. 
Obama-backed Candidates

Open Primaries
Semi-Open Primaries
Closed Primaries
While attention is focused on the November general election, the primary season that precedes it can provide plenty of pitfalls of its own. Over the last two decades, more than one out of every five House members and roughly one out of every 10 senators that have lost their seats have been ousted in their party's primary. The rest were beaten in the general election.
Most of the House primary losers since 1990 were clustered in two elections, 1992 and 2002. In both years, congressional districts throughout the country had been redrawn to reflect the result of the decennial census, not only forcing many incumbents to run in some new terrain but throwing a handful of members each year into districts with a colleague of their own party. In addition, the volume of casualties in the 1992 congressional primaries was magnified by the House banking scandal, as the number of defeated incumbents reached a post-World War II high of 19. On the other hand, not since 1980 has more than one sitting senator been a primary loser in a single election year. On May 18, for instance, Arkansas has an "Open" primary, in which any registered voter may cast a Democratic or Republican primary. The same day, Pennsylvania has a "Closed" primary, with participation limited to registered voters in each party. Meanwhile, the June 8 primary in California is "Semi-open," with independents (or in Golden State parlance, "Decline to State") allowed to vote in either party's primary.
Election
The voting rules are important, since there are more than 3 million independent voters in California that can participate in the Democratic and Republican primaries, and about 1 million independent voters in Pennsylvania who cannot.
A Little History
I n the middle of the 20 th century, primaries were far more dangerous for incumbents than they are today. Then, winning the Democratic nomination in much of the South was tantamount to election, so the accent was on winning the party's primary. And members of Congress nationally were less lavishly financed than they are today -and as a result, less heavily defended.
From the end of World War II to 1980, it was not unusual for 10 or more House incumbents to suffer primary defeat. It happened five times. During the same period, there were four elections in which at least four senators were primary losers. It was not just backbenchers who were denied renomination during this postwar period, but some of the biggest names in Congress, including former House Speaker Joseph Martin of Massachusetts (defeated in 
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Texas: Round Two of the 2010 Primary Season
T wo years ago at this time, the presidential primary season was already in the homestretch. But the array of state primaries this year is just beginning. So far, they have been few and far between, with Illinois on Feb. 2 and Texas a month later, the only states holding their primaries already in 2010.
The latter, in the nation's second-most populous state, was supposed to be a stern test of antiincumbent sentiment. But if that was the case, incumbents passed with flying colors.
Republican Gov. Rick Perry was easily renominated, while all 14 Texas U.S. House members (11 Republicans, 3 Democrats) who drew primary challenges were decisive winners.
If anything, the high-profile GOP gubernatorial primary displayed anti-Washington feeling more than anti-incumbent sentiment, as Perry effectively made Sen. Kay Bailey Hutchison's 17 years on Capitol Hill the issue as opposed to his own nine years in the Austin statehouse.
The Perry-Hutchison contest was at one time expected to be one of the leading primary battles of 2010. Perry had given hints of weakness when he won reelection in a four-way race in 2006 with less than 40% of the vote. It emboldened Hutchison, who had won four straight Senate elections with at least 60% of the vote, to make her move for the governorship.
Yet Perry quickly caught the mood of the Texas Republican electorate. He appealed to social conservatives and anti-government activists, even alluding to Texas' right to secede from the Union. At the same time, he tied Hutchison as closely as he could to the unpopularity of A generation or so ago, victory in the Democratic primary in Texas was tantamount to election. But that is clearly no longer the case. This year, roughly two out of every three ballots cast for governor in this red-hued state March 2 were in the Republican primary. And the total of nearly 1.5 million voters who participated in the high-profile GOP gubernatorial primary was arguably a record turnout for any of the party's contests in Texas for governor, senator or president. The 2010 Republican gubernatorial primary drew more than 100,000 more voters than the previous high primary turnout in the Lone Star State, the 2008 Republican presidential primary that featured John McCain and Mike Huckabee. 
Gubernatorial Primary
Texas GOP Ballot Propositions
In addition to the individual races on the Texas Republican primary ballot March 2, the state GOP added five non-binding resolutions to gauge grass-roots sentiment on issues ranging from the size of government to the increased mention of God in the public domain. Four of the resolutions passed with more than 90% of the vote. The fifth, an anti-abortion measure, was approved by Republican primary voters by a margin of slightly more than 2-to-1. The resolutions are listed below in order of the percentage of the vote that they received. The exact wording of each is included under its title. "Every government body in Texas should be required to limit any annual increase in its budget and spending to the combined increase of population and inflation unless it first gets voter approval to exceed the allowed annual growth or in the case of an official emergency." his own from former Alaska Gov. Sarah Palin, who came to Texas to campaign on Perry's behalf.
Ballot Measures
By the time the March 2 primary arrived, the only question was whether Perry would break the 50% mark needed to avoid an April runoff, a concern for the governor since the Republican primary also included conservative activist Debra Medina.
Perry did, drawing 51% of the vote and registering a plurality of more than 300,000 votes over Hutchison. He easily swept all of the state's leading population centers, including the counties that contain Dallas, Fort Worth, Houston, San Antonio, Austin and El Paso. Of Texas' 254 counties, Hutchison could carry barely two dozen largely rural ones. Medina won a handful of other counties, while drawing a respectable 19% of the vote.
At the congressional level, however, the anti-Washington sentiment barely registered. House members of both parties rolled to easy primary victories in spite of competition that appeared in some districts to be from the "Tea Party" movement. One of the primary challengers to veteran Republican Rep. Ralph Hall had even taken "Tea" as a nickname.
Illinois Primary:
And the Winners Are . . . Ms. Simon, a former city council member in the downstate college town of Carbondale, should add some geographical balance to the Democratic statewide ticket. Both the Democratic Senate nominee Alexi Giannoulias and Gov. Pat Quinn hail from Chicago.
The latter -who succeeded the embattled Rod Blagojevich early last year -won the Democratic gubernatorial primary over state Comptroller Dan Hynes by less than 9,000 votes out of more than 900,000 cast. Quinn's victory was fashioned in Chicago, home base for both Quinn and Hynes as well as nearly 40% of the state's Democratic primary voters. The incumbent won Chicago by roughly 30,000 votes. But most everywhere else, Hynes prevailed, as Quinn carried just 15 of Illinois' 102 counties.
Some of the best-known Texas congressional Republicans drew a primary opponent or two, including Pete Sessions, the chairman of the National Republican Congressional Committee (NRCC), and Ron Paul, whose libertarian campaign for the GOP presidential nomination in 2008 has been credited in many quarters with laying the groundwork for the current Tea Party movement.
Both Paul and Sessions drew more than 80% of the primary vote in their districts. As for Hall, his 57% primary vote share was by far the lowest for any Texas congressman this year, although he still won by a margin of nearly 2-to-1 over his nearest challenger. At age 86, Hall is the oldest member of the House of Representatives.
On the Democratic side, Sheila Jackson Lee drew the lowest share of the primary vote (67%) for any Democratic House member in Texas. Jackson Lee had drawn criticism for her high-profile modus operandi, which included a speaking role at Michael Jackson's memorial service in Los Angeles last year and ardent support of Hillary Clinton's presidential campaign in 2008. In spite of the latter, Jackson Lee gained a primary-eve endorsement from President Barack Obama, who hailed her as "a tireless champion of Houston's working families."
Befitting a state where a Democrat has not won major statewide office since Ann Richards was elected governor in 1990, more than twice as many primary ballots for governor were cast on the Republican side this year than the Democratic. In the latter contest, former Houston Mayor Bill White swamped a group of rivals that featured the Palestinian-born Farouk Shami, a wealthy manufacturer of hair care products.
The Democratic gubernatorial field did not include "Kinky" Friedman, the Texas humorist who received 12% of the vote as an independent candidate in Texas' 2006 gubernatorial election. This time Friedman ran for the Democratic nomination for commissioner of agriculture, but lost.
Obama and the Democrats: Where They Stand in Comparison to Past Midterms
It is good for the Democrats there is still more than six months until the November midterm election. For the party is not doing well these days in three of the most closely watched indicators of the political environment. Barack Obama's presidential approval rating has been stuck below 50% of late in the Gallup Poll. The nationwide unemployment rate continues to hover around 10%. And a recent generic congressional ballot test by Gallup this year favors the Republicans by a point over the Democrats. All of these 2010 measurements are indicated in BolD in the chart below. President Barack Obama's approval rating in the venerable Gallup Poll lags below 50%, roughly the dividing line between modest congressional losses for the president's party and huge ones.
President Election
The nationwide unemployment rate hovers close to 10%, the highest in any national election year since 1982.
The Gallup Poll's generic congressional ballot, that tracks which party voters would prefer to control Congress, showed the Republicans narrowly ahead in early April. Usually, whichever party wins the nationwide popular vote also wins a majority of House seats.
Democratic "NO" Votes on Health Care Reform
Democrats comprise large majorities in both the Senate and the House. But with Republicans frequently unanimous in their opposition, Democrats have to limit defections from their ranks in order to pass legislation. They barely did so last month in winning passage of landmark health care reform. On the critical vote in the House March 21, the victory was attained by a margin of just seven votes (219-to-212) The enthusiasm level, that weighs which party's voters are most eager to vote, thus far this election cycle has strongly favored the Republicans.
And voter reaction to the landmark health care legislation last month continues to be lukewarm at best. It is not the Democratic legislators who voted "no" on the measure who look to be the most vulnerable this fall. It is those who voted "yes" and represent problematic districts that supported the Republican candidate in at least one of the last two presidential elections.
In short, it is seemingly a good time for Republicans to be the "party of no," just as it was for the Democrats in 2006 and 2008. Still, anyone ready to call "game, set, match, Republicans," would be premature.
Unlike the GOP's big breakthrough in 1994, the Democrats will not be blindsided this time. The prospect of a Republican landslide in 2010 has been building in plain sight, giving the Democrats time to respond -both in terms of raising money and targeting races.
Unlike 1994, the Democrats already have a major legislative achievement under their belt in the form of health care reform. Although it has been controversial, it has muted claims that the Democrats are incapable of governing -an argument raised against the party 16 years ago after the Clinton administration's major health care initiative foundered.
Also unlike 1994, this is a year when the condition of the economy dominates the issue agenda. So far, the high unemployment rate, huge job losses and plethora of home foreclosures have been bad news for the Democrats. But with signs of economic improvement being recorded, the party can hope that a favorable trend line will develop in the months ahead that will boost their chances in November.
In short, the 2010 election is the latest entry in a volatile era that began in 2006. The opening part of this particular election cycle has spurred Republican optimism, but the conclusion is far from certain. Jan. 29, 2009 -Impeached Gov. Rod Blagojevich (D-Ill.) 
